
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 387 782 CS 012 276

AUTHOR Thompson, Ruby; Mixon, Gloria A.

TITLE Factors Influencing the Reading Status of Inner-City,
African-American Children. Perspectives in Reading
Research No. 8.

INSTITUTION National Reading Research Center, Athens, GA.;
National Reading Research Center, College Park,
MD.

SPONS AGENCY Office of Educational Research and Improvement (ED),
Washington, DC.

PUB DATE 95

CONTRACT 117A20007

NOTE 21p.

PUB TYPE Information Analyses (070) Viewpoints
(Opinion/Position Papers, Essays, etc.) (120)

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC01 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS *Black Students; Inner City; Intermediate Grades;
Junior High Schools; Literature Reviews; Low Income;
Middle Schools; *Reading Achievement; *Reading
Attitudes; *Reading Interests; *Reading Motivation;
*Reading Research; Recreational Reading; Research
Needs

IDENTIFIERS *African Americans

ABSTRACT
This paper addresses the study of children's reading

interests and their attitudes toward reading as these factors relate
to leisure-time reading. The problem of poor performances on measures
of reading achievement by African-American children from low-income
families has been studied for over 3 decades. Additionally,
sociocultural and environmental factors that may affect the reading
performance of inner-city, African-American, middle-grade (grades
5-8) children have been the subject of much research. However, that
research has not focused on the African-American student or the
out-of-school setting. Moreover, little attention has been given to
the reading attitudes, interest, and motivation of tnese children.
The paper discusses the need to examine the attitude, interest, and
motivation of inner-city, African-American, middle-grade children
toward leisure reading. It also discusses the importance of examining
the interrelationships that may exist among attitude, interest, and
motivation. Contains 40 references and a figure illustrating an
affective model of reading. (Author/RS)

***********************************************************************

Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
from the original document.

*

******************************Y.AA**A:,A***************************



CN1
00

00
cn

C:21

Factors Influencing the Reading Status
of Inner-City, African-American Children

Ruby Thompson
Gloria A. Mixon
Clark Atlanta University

U S DEPAPITMENT OF EDUCATION
()nice ot Educshonal Reaearch and improvement

E DUCA TIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CE NT R (ERIC)

fd(Tvos 00Cument has been reproduced as
re,ved hem the person CV organization
Originating .1

r Mwof changes have been nmde to improve
reproduction quality

Pewlsot 'new o opiwone etelechn mot 1:10Co.
went 00 not neceasenly represent offictai
OE RI DOsWon er 000Cy

National
Reading Research
Center

PERSPECTIVES IN READING RESEARCH NO. 8

Fall 1995

2

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



NRRC
National Reading Research Center

Factors Influencing the Reading Status of
Inner-City, African-American Children

Ruby Thompson
Gloria A. Mixon

Clark Atlanta University

PERSPECTIVES IN READING RESEARCH NO. 8
Fall 1995

The work reported herein is a National Reading Research Project of the University of Georgia
and University of Maryland. It was supported under the Educational Research and
Development Ccnters Program (PR/AWARD NO. 117A20007) as administered by the Office
of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of Education. The findings and
opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect the position or policies of the National
Reading Research Center, the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, or the U.S.
Department of Education.

3



NRRC National
Reading Research
Center

Executive Cominittee
Donna E. Alvermann, Co-Director
University of Georgia

John T. Guthrie, Co-Director
University of Maryland College Park

James F. Baumann, Associate Director
University of Georgia

Patricia S. Koskinen, Associate Director
University of Maryland College Park

Nancy B. Mizelle, Acting Associate,Director
University of Georgia

Jamie Lynn Metsala, Interim Associate Director
University of Maryland College Park

Penny Oldfather
University of Georgia

John F. O'Flahavan
University of Maryland College Park

James V. Hoffman
University of Texas at Austin

Cynthia R. Hynd
University of Georgia

Robert Serpell
University of Maryland Baltimore County

Betty Shockley
Clarke County School District, Athens, Georgia

Linda DeGroff
University of Georgia

Publications Editors

Research Reports and Perspectives
Linda DeGroff, Editor
University of Georgia

James V. Hoffman, Associate Editor
University of Texas at Austin

Mariam Jean Dreher, Associate Editor
University of Maryland College Park

Instructional Resources
Lee Galda, University of Georgia
Research Highlights
William G. Holliday
University of Maryland College Park

Policy Briefs
James V. Hoffman
University of Texas at Austin

Videos
Shawn M. Glynn, University of Georgia

NRRC Staff
Barbara F. Howard, Office Manager
Kathy B. Davis, Senior Secretary
University of Georgia

Barbara A. Neitzey, Administrative Assistant
Valerie Tyra, Accountant
University of Maryland College Park

National Advisory Board
Phyllis W. Aldrich
Saratoga Warren Board of Cooperative Educational
Services, Saratoga Springs, New York

Arthur N. Applebee
State University of New York, Albany

Ronald S. Brandt
Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development

Marsha T. DeLain
Delaware Department of Public Instruction

Carl A. Grant
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Walter Kintsch
University of Colorado at Boulder

Robert L. Linn
University of Colorado at Boulder

Luis C. Moll
University of Arizona

Carol M. Santa
School District No. 5
Kalispell, Montana

Anne P. Sweet
Office of Educational Research and Improvement,
U.S. Department of Education

Louise Cherry Wilkinson
Rutgers University

Production Editor
Katherine P. Hutchison
University of Georgia

Dissemination Coordinator
Jordana E. Rich

University of Georgia

Text Formatter
Ann Marie Vanstone
University of Georgia

NRRC - University of Georgia
318 Aderhold
University of Georgia
Athens, Georgia 30602-7125
(706) 542-3674 Fax: (706) 542-3678
INTERNET: NRRC(gruga.cc.uga.edu

NRRC - University of Maryland College Park
2102 J. M. Patterson Building
University of Maryland
College Park, Maryland 20742
(301) 405-8035 Fax: (301) 314-9625
INTERNET: NRRC(gumail.umd.edu



About the National Reading Research Center

The National Reading Research Center (NRRC) is
funded by the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement of the U.S. Department of Education to
conduct research on reading and reading instruction.
The NRRC is operated by a consortium of the Universi-
ty of Georgia and the University of Maryland College
Park in collaboration with researchers at several institu-
tions nationwide.

The NRRC's mission is to discover and document
those conditions in homes, schools, and communities
that encourage children to become skilled, enthusiastic,
lifelong readers. NRRC researchers are committed to
advancing the development of instructional programs
sensitive to the cognitive, sociocultural, and motiva-
tional factors that affect children's success in reading.
NRRC researchers from a variety of disciplines conduct
studies with teachers and students from widely diverse
cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds in pre-kinder-
garten through grade 12 classrooms. Research projects
deal with the influence of family and family-school
interactions on the development of literacy; the interac-
tion of sociocultural factors and motivation to read; the
impact of literature-based reading programs on reading
achievement; the effects of reading strategies instruction
on comprehension and critical thinking in literature,
science, and history; the influence of innovative group
participation structures on motivation and learning; the
potential of computer technology to enhance literacy;
and the development of methods and standards for
alternative literacy assessments.

The NRRC is further committed to the participation
of teachers as full partners in its research. A better
understanding of how teachers view the development of
literacy, how they use knowledge from research, and
how they approach change in the classroom is crucial to
improving instruction. To further this understanding,
the NRRC conducts school-based research in which
teachers explore thcir own philosophical and pedagogi-
cal orientations and trace their professional growth.

Dissemination is an important feature of NRRC
activities. Information on NRRC research appears in
several formats. Research Reports communicate the
results of original research or synthesize the findings of
several lines of inquiry. They are written primarily for
researchers studying various areas of reading and
reading instruction. The Perspective Series presents a
wide range of publications, from calls for research and
commentary on research and practice to first-person
accounts of experiences in schools. Instructional
Resources include curriculum materials, instructional
guides, and materials for professional growth, designed
primarily for teachers.

, For more information about the NRRC's research
projects and other activities, or to have your name
added to the mailing list, please contact:

Donna E. Alvermann, Co-Director
National Reading Research Center
318 Aderhold Hall
University of Georgia
Athens, GA 30602-7125
(706) 542-3674

John T. Guthrie, Co-Director
National Reading Research Center
2102 J. M. Patterson Building
University of Maryland
College Park, MD 20742
(301) 405-8035
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Ethstract. This perspective addresses the study of
children's reading interests and their attitudes
toward reading as these factors relate to leisure-
time reading. The problem of poor petformance on
measures of reading achievement by African-
American children from low-income families has
been studied for over three decades. Additionally,
sociocultural and environmental factors that may
affect the reading petformance of inner-city,
African-American, middle-grade (grades 5-8)
children have been the subject of much research.
However, that research has not focused on the
African-American student or the out-of-school
setting. Moreover, little attention has been given to
the reading attitudes, interests, and motivation of
these children. This perspective discusses the need
to examine the attitude, interest, and motivation of
inner-city, African-American, middle-gradechildren
toward leisure reading. It also discusses the impor-
tance of examining the interrelationships that may
exist among attitude, interest, and motivation.

Recent research indicates an alarming
trend among adolescents in the value placed on
reading. The Commission on Reading Educa-
tion (Anderson, Hiebert, & Scott, 1985) wrote
that there was a lessening in the degree to

1

which students value reading at the secondary
level. Students do not view reading as impor-
tant to them. Rabban (1990) found that not
only was there a low level of literacy among
students, but that, disturbingly, even students
who rank high on SAT scores and are skilled
in reading, read only in connection with course
work. Shirring (1990) and Powell (1989)
reported similar findings.

In a study of 104 tenth- and eleventh-grade
students in a middle- to upper-middle-class
community (composed of 70% non-Hispanic
whites and 30% African-Americans, Hispanics,
French, Orientals, Iranians, and Jamaicans),
Dickinson (1992) corroborated these observa-
tions and findings. Of the 104 students, 85%
were reading at grade level and beyond. The
remaining 15% were slightly below grade level.
These students responded negatively when
assigned reading activities. They were reluctant
readers who could read but who chose not to do
so. They complained that their schedules did not
allow sufficient time for leisure reading. Some
said that they would not have chosen reading as
a leisure activity even if they had had the time
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Attitude
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Figure 1. Affective Model of Reading*

*From "Toward a Comprehensive Model of Affect in the Reading Process," by G. C. Mathewson, 1985. In H.
Singer and R. B. Ruddel (Eds.), Theoretical models and processes of reading (3rd ed., p. 846). Copyright 1985.
International Reading Association. Reprinted with permission.

because they felt it was boring. Less than 5% of
their free time was spent in reading for pleasure.

Despite the perceived importance of time
spent reading, increasing numbers of students
are choosing not to engage in leisure reading.
There is a serious lack of reading engagement
exhibited by students who can but choose not
to read. Guthrie, Bennett, and Mc Gough
(1994) have described reading engagement as
"the act of choosing to read frequently for a
variety of reasons and comprehending the texts
appropriately within the context of the reading
situation" (p. 2).

Many authors believe that at the bottom of
students' failure to read is motivation. Atwell
(1987) cites the lack of motivation as the rea-
son students view reading as a chore rather than

a pleasure. It appears that motivation is a less
tangible, changeable process than was previously
thought (Eccles & Wigfield, 1985) and that
motivation is not necessarily a personality trait.

Shirring (1990) observes that the lack of
freedom students experience in selecting their
reading materials directly relates to their inertia
in leisure reading. Students who are not free to
choose materials according to their needs and
desires eventually lose interest in the reading
process.

Affective Model of the Reading Process

The theoretical framework for this per-
spective draws on Mathewson's (1985) affec-
tive model of the reading process. Because

NATIONAL READING RESEARCH CENTER, PERSPECTIVES IN READING RESEARCH NO. 8
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Factors Influencing Reading Status 3

affective factors, with a few exceptions, have
been neglected in models of the reading pro-
cess, Mathewson proposed a research-based
model identifying the central substantive con-
structs and processes describing the role of
affect in reading. He established a central
affective component around which to build the
model. Of the possible candidatesvalue,
belief, interest, attitudeonly attitude has
played a central role in the development of
American social psychology; attitude thus
became a central construct in a model of affec-
tive influence on reading. This model of the
reading process is depicted in Figure 1.

Although attitude is centrally important in
Mathewson's affective model, motivation is no
less important and has been added to "insure
that a favorable attitude has a separate,
energizing process to accompany it. Thus, if
children are to read, they will need not only
a favorable attitude toward reading, but also
an appropriate motivation" (Mathewson,
1985, p. 842). By identifying affect as a
separate construct, the model also posits a
continual interaction among affect, attitude,
and motivation in reading behavior.

The final construct of the affective compo-
nent is physical feelings. "Physical feelings
arising from outside sources sometimes occur
during reading, or physical feelings related to
the meaning of the reading material itself
sometimes intrude themselves into the reader's
consciousness" (Mathewson, 1985, p. 845).
Feelings arising from both internal and external
sources may influence a person's decision to
continue to read.

The model predicts that the decision com-
ponent influences the primary and secondary

reading processes in the same way. A person's
decision to read, whether primary or secondary
processes are involved, is based on attitude,
motivation, affect, and physical feelings.
Furthermore, feedback from the reading pro-
cesses may influence the afi,tctive component,
as symbolized by the line at the bottom of the
model.

Although the affective component influ-
ences both primary and secondary reading
processes through decision making, the model
also predicts a direct influence of the affective
component on these processes. This direct
influence, illustrated by the arrow along the top
of the model, bypasses the model's decision
component and influences both theprimary and
secondary reading processes without cognitive
mediation. Thus, Mathewson's affective model
of reading indicates that attitude, motivation,
affect, and physical feelings together influence
the reading process, both directly and indirectly.

Attitude and Leisure Reading

Many studies of leisure reading have
lacked an affective component; far more atten-
tion has been focused on how cognitive factors
relate to leisure reading. It would appear,
though, that a favorable attitude would be a
necessary precondition to a willingness to
devote some leisure time to reading. A child
without a favorable attitude is likely to select
from among the many available leisure activi-
ties (Greaney & Hegarty, 1987).

A favorable attitude toward reading and
achievement in reading have long been assumed
to be positively related. That is, a positive
attitude toward reading about a particular topic

NATIONAL READING RFSEARCH CENTER, PERSPECTIVES IN READING RESEARCH NO. 8
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or body of information should increase atten-
tion and/or comprehension which, in turn,
increases reading achievement (Burns, Roe, &
Ross, 1988; Mathewson, 1985; Parker &
Paradis, 1986). So widely accepted is this
belief that few researchers have questioned it.

In the past few years, however, studies
have begun to show that the relationship be-
tween attitude toward reading and achievement
in reading is more complex than once was
thought, and may be less strong. Lipson
(1983), for example, found that prior knowl-
edge had an influence on recall (comprehen-
sion) and that culturally compatible reading
materials resulted in greater accuracy of recall
than did conflicting materials. Hollingsworth
and Reutzel (1990) found that prior religious
schemata apparently aided subjects in recon-
structing religiously compatible materials with
greater ease and precision.

Greaney and Hegarty (1987) investigated
he relationships among recognized correlates

of leisure reading (achievement, sex, library
membership, socioeconomic status, and family
size) and additional variables suggested by a
literature review. The additional variables
were: attitude toward reading, motivations for
reading, and home/environmental measures .

They found that book reading (which obviously
requires some skill in reading) correlated more
highly with attitude toward .reading than such
variables as reading achievement, verbal
ability, and class standing. Moreover, this
study, even after controlling for sex, reading
achievement, and library membership, found
that attitude toward reading correlated signifi-
cantly with book reading. This finding suggests
that in the development of the leisure-time

reading habit, the child's attitude toward read-
ing is an important factor in its own right.
Attitude toward reading also correlated signifi-
cantly with reading enjoyment, a finding which
suggests that "the development of a favorable
disposition toward reading is related to the
level of satisfaction derived from earlier read-
ing experiences" (p. 16).

Henk and Holmes (1988) explored the
effect of college-aged readers' attitude toward
content on their comprehension of information
regarding nuclear power. Results of that study
indicate no significant differences among the
groups in free recall tests and multiple-choice
tests.

Based on the results of the study by Henk
and Holmes (1988) and on Mathewson's (1985)
work and recommendations, Hollingsworth
and Reutzel (1990) conducted a study in which
prior knowledge was controlled, attitudes were
experimentally induced, and the effects of
content attitude on readers' comprehension and
recall of text information were further ex-
plored. The quantitative results suggest that
content-related attitudes do not significantly
affect subjects' reading comprehension. The
qualitative results suggest that attitudes may
affect reading comprehension in qualitatively
different ways" (p. 198).

The findings of these recent studies sup-
port the theory that the relationship between
attitude toward reading and reading achieve-
ment may not be as strong and positive as is
often assumed. Furthermore, these studies
suggest that other factorsage and race, for
examplemay affect the strength of the rela-
tionship between these two variables. Research
continues in this area.

NATIONAL READING RESEARCH CENTER, PERSPECTIVES IN READING RESEARCH NO. 8



Factors Influencing Reading Status 5

The developmental period of adolescence
is characterized by a simultaneous onslaught of
many changeschanges related to puberty,
school transitions, and the emergence of sexu-
ality (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Devel-
opment, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993). Although,
for most individuals, these changes do not
bring excessively high levels of stress, many do
experience difficulty during this period. Studies
focusing on children's attitude toward school
and school subjects suggest a general devel-
opmental decline across the third to tenth
grades in the value children place on academic
achievement and on their intrinsic interest and
motivation for school work (Duggins, 1989;
Eccles, Midgley & Adler, 1984; Harter, 1981;
Wigfield, 1984).

Simmons and Blyth (1987), when explain-
ing the decline in attitudes toward achievement
in young adolescents, have argued that the
transition to junior high school forces many
students to reevaluate their attitudes, beliefs,
and self-perceptions, because of the environ-
mental differences and the increased demands
of junior high school . These differences include
a greater focus on assessment and on social
comparisons among students (Feldlauther,
Midgely, & Eccles, 1988), along with stricter
grading systems (Higgins & Parsons, 1983;
Kavrell & Petersen, 1984).

Similarly, Eccles and her colleagues (1993)
focused on the mismatch between the needs of
developing adolescents and the opportunities
afforded them by their social environments.
They adopted a developmental variant on the
person-environment fit paradigm or the stage-
environment fit approach, and contended that
negative attitudes and motivational behaviors

exhibited by young adolescents result from a
developmental mismatch between the individu-
al and the environment. For example, junior
high schools allow less decision making and
choice at a time when the adolescent desires
control, and they focus on lower-level cogni-
tive strategies at a time when the ability to use
higher level strategies is increasing (Eccles et
al., 1993). Thus, it seems that the change in
attitude toward school and achievement that is
characteristic of many young adolescents may
be a consequence not only of negative changes
in school environment (Feldlaufer et al., 1988;
Higgins & Parsons, 1983; Kavrell & Peterson,
1984; Simmons & Blyth, 1987), but, to a
greater extent, a poor stage-environment fit as
well; that is, the decline may be occasioned both
by the developmental stage (adolescence) and the
lack of fit between their special developmental
needs and the environment (Eccles et al:, 1993).

However, discrepant results have been
obtained in studies of African-American ado-
lescents. Researchers have discovered that
many African-American young people express
sentiments that reflect very positive attitudes
toward getting good grades and toward aca-
demic achievement in general; yet, they score
below the 10th percentile in verbal and quanti-
tative measures on statewide tests of perfor-
mance (Mickelson, 1981). Others stress the
importance of education in getting ahead, but
place little emphasis on the effort necessary to
achieve that goal (Ogbu, 1990). Similarly,
students expressed a desire to go to college to
escape poverty, but were often absent from
school and negligent in their work.

It has been shown that a positive attitude
exerts an important affective influence on

NATIONAL READING RESEARCH CENTER, PERSPECTIVES IN READING RESEARCH NO. 8
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6 R. Thompson & G. A. Mixon

reading and may be fostered by the provision
of suitable materials for reading, opportunities
to read for pleasure, as well as by other activi-
ties that make reading a satisfying and reward-
ing experience. Interestingly, the less students.
regard reading as a means of attaining certain
cognitive goals, the more likely they are . to

develop favorable attitudes toward reading
(Morgan, 1934).

More than a favorable attitude, however,
may be necessary to develop the habit of lei-
sure reading. It appears that interest has an
active, energizing component that attitude does
not have (Mathewson, 1985). Nevertheless, the
two are related. Attitudes change as interest
increases. The greater the interest in reading,
the greater the possibility that children will
read on their own.

Interest and Leisure Reading

The terms attitude and interest are often
confused or used interchangeably; however,
attitude is the wider term and represents a
person's general orientation. Interest is more
specific than attitude and is directed toward a
particular object or activity. Attitude does not
necessarily entail an interest, but interest al-
ways entails an attitude. For example, one
"may be favorably disposed toward artichokes,
but have no interest in them at all" (Duggins,
1989, p. 5). In the case of reading, a child
cannot be interested in a book and have no
attitude toward it (Purves & Beach, 1972). Yet,
the child can have an attitude toward a book
but not be interested in it. Attitudes, like
beliefs and values, determine the degree of
liking and disliking, while interest determines

the direction of people's actions (Feather,
1987).

Exploring the nature of children's interest
in reading has been a major topic of research
over the past 50 years, and although the studies
have used a number of different methodologi-
cal strategies, certain consistent patterns of
interest are evident (Greaney & Neuman,
1983). Research shows that as children grow
older, the factors that influence what they read
gradually change (Williams, 1989). Of all
factors, the age and gender of the reader are
among the most influential, with gender being
the stronger of the two factors. As begirming
readers, primary-school children tend to be
interested in a wide variety of topics, both
factual and fictional in nature. As the children
reach the upper elementary grades, the number
of topics they find interesting declines and the
influence of gender on topic interest increases.
This relationship is not surprising because a
great many books come to be recognized either
as "girls' books" or as "boys' books." Gender-
related differences appear to peak at the middle-
school level (Moray, 1978).

Beyard-Tyler and Sullivan (1980) observed
that preference for male lead characters over
female lead characters increased signifi-
cantly for boys as they move from seventh
to eleventh grade, whereas the preference of
girls for female lead characters over male
lead characters decreased significantly. This
phenomenon may be culturally based. As
children grow older, their environment
typically becomes less female-oriented and
more male-oriented. According to Beyard-
Tyler and Sullivan (1980), females "may
infer that males often play a more important
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role in society and/or that many of society's
privileges and prerogatives are accorded to
males. As a consequence, they may learn to
value the male role to a greater degree than
the female role" (p. 118).

In a second study, Beyard-Tyler and Sulli-
van (1980) examined the theme preferences of
adolescents. The theme study was conducted to
determine whether adolescents prefer stories
with positive, problem-solution themes or
stories with negative, no-solution themes. The
results showed a strong and consistent prefer-
ence of adolescents for synopses representative
of positive, problem-solution themes. This
finding was unexpected. Many books with
negative or no-solution themes from the genre
of contemporary fiction rank high in popularity
among adolescents. It is possible that the nega-
tive or no-solution themes suggest to adoles-
cents that they will be unable to solve problems
associated with certain types of behaviors or
conditions (i.e.., use of drugs, alcoholism,
delinquency, and alienation).

On the assumption that reading interests
are related to reading ability, McKenna (1986)

examined the preferences of 526 low-achieving
students in grades seven through twelve. Stu-
dents' responses to 44 suggested topics were
analyzed by both the age and the gender of the
students. Among the tendencies noted were that
(1) the reader's gender had a stronger influence
on reading interests thui did the reader's age;
(2) girls tended to prefer affcctive topics more
than did boys; (3) boys tend !cl to prefer topics
related to physical activity, machines, and
science more than did girls. Similarly, Greaney
and Neuman (1983) found that boys generally
preferred subjects dealing with adventure,

mystery, sports, and science fiction containing
action, whereas girls enjoy romance, humor.
and family-oriented stories.

Children's leisure reading habits may also
be influenced by the function the reading
serves and the alternatives available. The
individual's needs determine these functions.
Applying a "uses and gratification" approach,
Greaney & Neuman (1983) conducted a study
to explore the functions of reading for students
in grades three, five, and eight in Ireland and
the United States. They investigated why
children read and what needs are satisfied by
reading. Three distinctive factors were
identified in each culture: (1) enjoyment
described the students' personal responses and
is intrinsic in naturepersons scoring high on
this factor consider reading exciting and inter-
esting; (2) utilitarian functions described the
intrinsic rewardspersons scoring high on this
factor consider reading as useful in school and
for later careers; and (3) escapist reading was
described as a substitute functionpersons
scoring high on this factor indicate that reading
is most likely when there is nothing to do, to
pass time, or to distract themselves from per-
sonal worries.

Results of the study showed that irrespec-
tive of culture, girls scored higher than boys on
reading for enjoyment and boys read more than
girls for utilitarian purposes. A comparison be-
tween Irish and United States students revealed
that Irish students tended to read more for
enjoyment and utilitarian purposes than did
students in the United States, where students
scored highest on reading for escapist purposes,
particularly at the eighth-grade level. Thus, we
see that gender, age, and culture seem, to have
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an influence on the leisure reading interests of
middle-grade students.

Motivation and Leisure Reading

Although Mathewson (1985) has identified
attitude as being centrally important in the
affective model of reading, motivation is no
less important. Motivations for reading have
been defined as "internalized reasons for read-
ing which activate cognitive operations that
enable the individual to perform such acts as
acquiring knowledge, enjoying aesthetic experi-
ences, performing tasks, and participating in
social contexts" (Guthrie et al., 1994, p. 3).
These internalized reasons for reading, or
motivations, were discussed earlier in terms of
reading interest factors: (I) reading for enjoy-
ment; (2) reading for utilitarian purposes; and
(3) reading to escape (Greaney & Neuman,
1983).

Social and educational psychologists have
investigated the motivation to read through
theories of achievement motivation (Wigfield &
Ascher, 1984). Although a complete review of
achievement motivation is beyond the scope of
this perspective, several theories are relevant to
our discussion of leisure reading motivations.
These are self-efficacy, attribution, and self-
determination.

Self-efficacy refers to a person's own
beliefs about his or her ability to reach certain
performance levels (Bandura, 1986). Research-
ers hypothesize that self-efficacy affects choice
of activities, effort expenditure, and persis-
tence. Students with low self-efficacy for
accomplishing a task may avoid it; those who
believe they are capable are more likely to

participate. Students who feel they can periorm
well, especially when facing obstacles, ought
to work harder and persist longer than those
who doubt their capabilities. Individuals
acquire information to gauge their self-efficacy
from their actual performances, vicarious
(observational) experiences, forms of persua-
sion, and physiological indices (e.g., heart
rate, sweating). The belief that they are acquir-
ing skills raises learners' self-efficacy and
promotes their motivation and skill develop-
ment (Schunk, 1990).

Attributions are important cues used by
individuals to assess self-efficacy for learning
(Schunk, 1989). Attribution theory assumes
that people seek to explain the causes of im-
portant events in their lives. A series of studies
provided the empirical base for developing an
attribution theory of achievement behavior.
Weiner et al. (1971) postulated that students
are likely to attribute their academic successes
and failures to such factors as ability, effort,
task difficulty, and luck. Moreover, the attri-
butions people give to explain success and
failure are postulated to have consequences
for achievement motivation, expectations for
success, achievement value, affect, and
achievement behavior. For example, individu-
als high in achievement motivation (especially
males) were more likely to assume personal
responsibility for success than were those
low in achievement motivation. Individuals
low in achievement motivation were more
likely to believe that failure was due to lack
of ability, whereas the group high in achieve-
ment motivation was more likely to believe
failure was due to lack of effort (Wigfield &
Asher, 1984).
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Are there differences in the attributional
process based on race and socioeconomic status
(SES)? Although Weiner et al. (1971) hypothe-
sized that race and SES differences in achieve-
ment could be due to differences in attribu-
tional processes, few studies have assessed this
possibility. However, some support for this
hypothesis was obtained in a study of success
and failure attributions of high- and low-
achievement-motivated African-American men
and women, which indicated that males were
more likely than females to define personal
success in terms of external attributions
(Murray & Mednick, 1975). However, more
research is needed to assess this situation.

The theory of self-determination is related
to theories of self-efficacy and attribution. The
self-determination theory, when applied to the
realm of education, is concerned primarily with
promoting in students an interest in learning, a
valuing of education, and a confidence in their
own capacities and attributes. "These outcomes
are manifestations of being intrinsically inoti-
vated and internalizing values and regulatory
processes" (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, &
Ryan, 1991, p. 325).

Intrinsically motivated behaviors are
engaged in for their own sake, for the pleasure
and satisfaction derived from their perfor-
mance. Intrinsically motivated people engage in
activities that interest them, and they do so
freely, with a full sense of volition and without
the necessity of material rewards or constraints.
The child who reads a book for the inherent plea-
sure of doing so is intrinsically motivated for
that activity. Intrinsically motivated behaviors
represent the prototype of self-determination
they emanate from the self and are fully

endorsed. Extrinsically motivated behaviors,
on the other hand, are instrumental in nature.
They are performed not out of interest, but
because they are believed to be instrumental to
some consequence (Deci et al., 1991).

The personal beliefs about one's capabilities
and the attributions given to explain success and
failure are postulated to have consequences for
achievement motivation. When that motivation is
intrinsic (i.e., emanating from within), activities
are engaged in for their own sake (self-
determination). These theories of achievement
motivation may help us understand motivation
and its influence on leisure reading.

Summary

Mathewson's (1985) affective model of
reading shows attitude as a central construct in
the reading process. A favorable attitude toward
reading and achievement in reading have long
been assumed to be positively related: however,
more recent studies have shown that the rela-
tionship may not be as strong and as positive as
was once thought. Also, a number of studies
have indicated that other factors, such as age
and race, may affect the strength of that rela-
tionship.

Although a positive attitude has been
shown to exert an important affective influence
on reading, attitude must not be confused with
interest. Attitude is the wider term and repre-
sents a general orientation of the individual.
Interest is more specific than attitude and is
directed toward a particular object or activity.

Much research has explored the nature of
children's interests, including those of middle-
graders. These studies show that as children
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grow older, the influence of age and gender
on what they read gradually changes. As
children reach the upper-elementary grades,
the number of topics they find interesting
declines, and the influence of gender on
topic interest increases.

Motivation is no less important than atti-
tude and interests in Mathewson's affective
model of reading. Students' self-efficacy,
attributions, and self-determination for learning
are just three aspects of their achievement
motivation that may influence their leisure-time
reading habits.

It has long been thought that children who
read well do so because they read frequently, and
they read frequently because they enjoy reading.
Nevertheless, recent research indicates that many
students who are among the most able readers do
not choose to read for pleasure. Increasing
numbers of these students exhibit limited leisure
reading engagement; many able readers view
reading as a chore rather than a pleasure. This
perspective points to the need for researchers, as
they investigate this problem, to consider a
number of variables including students' age,
gender, race, achievement motivation, prior
knowledge, and prior classroom experiences. The
challenge to literacy researchers is to examine the
way these variables work independently and
together to influence students' leisure reading
habitsto determine if the variables that influ-
ence middle-grade students' leisure reading are
different than those that influence high school
students' leisure reading, and to determine if the
variables that influence European-American
middle-grade students' leisure reading are differ-
ent than those that influence African-American
middle-grade students' leisure reading.
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